STUDY UNIT 1 :Customer complaints and staff conflicts

PART A: Customer complaints
Complaints are mostly an effect of something going wrong in our service so they are an important source of first hand information that will no doubt help us in achieving excellence.

What are the possible causes of customer complaints?

1. Individually, make a mental map of possible causes of complaints. ( see examples of mental/ mind maps, schemas, summaries, and other organizational devices in the appendix at the end of this manual )

2. Show your map to another student and compare them. How are they different/ similar? Could you make ONE map from the two?

3. Be ready to tell the rest of the class about your ideas.

Reading

The next reading selection ahs been taken from Forbes, a well known magazine for business people. The title is “When good hotels go bad”. Before reading, try and discuss the following in class or with a group/ partner.

1. What characterizes a “good” hotel?

2. The first paragraph of the reading says: 

As the saying goes, you get what you pay for. Check into a $40-a-night Motel Six and expectations are low beyond clean sheets, hot water and a working television. When guests are paying $400 and up a night, they do not expect anything to go wrong, but even good hotels can occasionally go bad. 

What can go bad in “good “ hotels?

3.
Read and compare your predictions with what the article says.

When Good Hotels Go Bad 

By Christina Valhouli

As the saying goes, you get what you pay for. Check into a $40-a-night Motel Six and expectations are low beyond clean sheets, hot water and a working television. When guests are paying $400 and up a night, they do not expect anything to go wrong, but even good hotels can occasionally go bad. 

As those who have found themselves in this situation can attest, there are few more annoying or infuriating moments in one’s life than arriving at a five-star hotel, tired and bedraggled after a long flight, looking forward to several days of pampering and, more immediately, a soft bed and hot shower—only to have your expectations brought rudely crashing to the ground. Whether a promised car didn’t meet you at the airport or your reservations got lost or you wound up in a room with a broken telephone, these minor irritations become much larger when magnified by the knowledge of how much the whole thing is costing you. It’s even worse when you have your wife and kids in tow. 

There are two ways to deal with such a situation: adopt a Zen-like calm in the hopes that everything will work out and that such petty nuisances aren’t worth getting upset about, or get angry and make a scene. Your blood pressure will probably be lower if you choose the former course, but it is likely the rest of your story will be infinitely better if you do the latter, particularly if word gets out to the staff that they had better be on their best behavior around you.

A few weeks ago, Forbes polled its readers for personal accounts of their own hotel horror stories, and the tales ranged from the amusing to the absurd and terrifying. We heard about a reader finding a corpse under his bed in São Paulo; blood splatters in a bathtub in Las Vegas; a yowling cat trapped between mattresses in Cincinnati; and a maid in Atlanta who did not understand that a “Do Not Disturb” sign means exactly that, even after barging in on a startled guest about three times a day. There were also plenty of stories about rude staff and extra charges appearing on bill. 

While there were some similarities in the types of stories sent in, they differed in how they were resolved. Some readers reported immediate hotel upgrades or monetary compensation, such as a free stay or complimentary dinner, and felt that they would return to the hotel because of the staff’s immediate action. Others said their complaints were shrugged off by indifferent hotel staff, and their letters to hotel general managers were left unanswered—these guests vowed never to return and told their friends and colleagues to avoid that particular hotel. 

With that in mind, we decided to let our readers know what is the best way to voice a complaint in order to have immediate action taken, and we chose a few stories to investigate ourselves, such as what happened to Boston-based writer Jacqueline Fearer. 
Two years ago, Fearer meticulously planned her first major family vacation in years. She chose the Fairmont Southampton in Bermuda, specifically because the hotel’s dolphin pools and water activities would appeal to her 12-year-old daughter. Fearer, who booked the vacation herself, e-mailed with the hotel general manager several times about the details of her trip, up until the day before her departure. When she arrived at the Fairmont, she was horrified to see the entire hotel under construction, with jackhammering being done around the pool. The dolphins had been moved as well.

“I e-mailed the general manager about every single detail because I wanted this vacation to be perfect,” says Fearer. “I never thought to ask him if the hotel was under construction, but I shouldn’t have to do that.” 

After Fearer complained to the general manager, the hotel moved the family into a huge two-bedroom suite at a “drastically reduced rate,” and the manager called every day to see if they were happy, says Fearer. But her vacation was still a disappointment.

“From now on, I am always going to ask if a hotel is under construction when I book a vacation, because I never want that to happen again,” says Fearer, who is still fuming about her experience. 

Nancie Hall, a spokeswoman for the Fairmont Southampton, apologized for the Fearers’ experience. “This is obviously a case that slipped through the cracks,” says Hall. “It doesn’t do us any good if we don’t mention the renovations. It seems we didn’t communicate that to her or whoever did her reservation.”

A better way to have remedied the situation, Hall says, was to have had the family moved to the Fairmont’s sister property in Bermuda. Her point is one that readers should keep in mind if they arrive at a hotel and feel it is in unacceptable condition—ask to be transferred to an affiliated property. Which, in theory, sounds nice, but of course the hotel never bothered to make that suggestion to Fearer. 

One way to try to avoid any potential problems is to notify a hotel if a visit is for a special occasion, such as a honeymoon or anniversary. This doesn’t always work, however, as David A. Kanbar can confirm. In early February the New York-based liquor industry executive thought he was doing just that when he booked a stay at the deluxe Sandy Lane Hotel in Barbados for the last two nights of his honeymoon. But Kanbar says his stay was marked by a series of mishaps, including lost luggage, extra charges appearing on his bill and electrical problems in his hotel room, among other issues. 

“These kind of problems can happen anywhere and I understand that, but the hotel didn’t seem to care,” says Kanbar. “None of the employees had a sense of urgency about this.” 

Kanbar is in the process of writing a detailed complaint letter to Sandy Lane, and when contacted by Forbes, general manager Colm Hannon says that what happened to Kanbar was “an absolute freak situation. Whenever someone has a complaint, we take it very, very seriously.” Hannon says he plans to call Kanbar personally to discuss his complaints and will launch an investigation into the matter. 

While Kanbar did the right thing by voicing his complaints to various hotel staff members, he could have been more effective if he had chosen to speak directly to Hannon. He also did not request a room change, which may have solved some of the problems and is an entirely acceptable request, assuming the hotel has vacancies. 

This may seem obvious but the best way to handle a complaint is while you are still at the hotel. Many of the readers who wrote in saying their complaint was ignored waited until they got home to write a letter or call. To strengthen your case, always have documentation, such as proof of your stay, meetings or receipts. Some savvy readers also took digital pictures of, say, moldy ceilings or torn mattresses to help bolster their case. 

While many hotels provide guests with euphemistically-named suggestion cards, these may work for someone else down the road but they probably won’t do much good for you. One woman who had a litany of complaints at a top Phoenix hotel—such as poor room service, a mini-bar that was never replenished and a staff that did not help her with her luggage, even though she was visibly pregnant—detailed her experiences on a comment card as she was checking out. It’s no surprise she never heard back—the card was probably lost or thrown away, while the most effective thing to do would have been to place a call to the manager immediately after an incident. 

Some guests choose to call down to the front desk when they have a problem, but to ensure the fastest reaction time, start at the top and call the general manager instead—his primary job is to make sure guests are happy and to fix any problems. Guenter Richter, the general manager of the St. Regis Hotel in New York City, says his hotel has a 15-minute response time to complaints, which are all kept in a log and distributed to staff members. “Some people like to go to the front desk when they have a problem, but I like the direct approach,” he says. 

Guests should not be afraid to be specific in their request for compensation—whether it’s a room change, a complimentary stay, a free dinner or a spa treatment. A top hotel knows the importance of its reputation and the strength of guest referrals, so most hotels would be accommodating to these type of requests. Guests should also try to resolve any problems or charges while at the hotel, rather than dealing with the issue back at home. Sending a detailed letter to the general manager or owner of the hotel upon return is also effective. 

“We cannot afford to have negative comments,” says Richter. Guests paying the starting rate of $600 a night at the St. Regis would also agree they cannot afford to have a negative experience there. 
Working with the text

1. List the 13 problems mentioned in the article.

a.

b.

c.

d.

e.

f.

e.
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h.

h.
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l.

m.

3. Classify the problems listed above according to areas: service, facilities and other.

	SERVICE
	FACILITIES
	OTHER

	
	
	


4. According to the author, in what two ways can a customer deal with problems like the ones described? Do you agree? Why? Why not? Explain.

5. In your opinion, what originated the problem at the Fairmont Southampton in Bermuda? What would you have done as hotel manager?

6. In your opinion, what are the advantages and disadvantages of using suggestion cards to get feedback from customers? Fill in the chart below.

	ADVANTAGES
	DISADVANTAGES

	
	


7. From the point of view of the manager, how can you deal with customer complaints? Make a list of possible actions. ( Imagine the customer is giving a complaint in person ) What exactly do you say for each of the actions listed?

Example:

Action: apologize

What to say: I´m really sorry to hear that.

Practice 1

Role play dialogues of complaint between an angry customer and a hotel manager for each of the problems listed in question 1.

Conversation Practice

Role play dialogues of complaint. Student A look at Communication Activity 1 . Student B look at Communication Activity 10. ( Communication Activities are at the back of the book ).

Writing: Answering letters of complaint

Read the letter of complaint below

I am writing to tell you about a problem I had recently with the reservations at your hotel. I am frustrated and annoyed. I sincerely hope you are able to address this. My complaint concerns the Ramada Inn facility at Tallahassee North, FL. 

I found a special rate on your website for people with a member number. When I tried to book a room online it would give me a screen with all kinds of prices but the one I wanted. So I called the hotel and they didn't know anything about the rate I found (which was for this weekend only) and suggested I talk to the central reservations department. When I called the first time I spoke with someone named Marilyn and she couldn't find a rate anywhere near what I was telling her I saw on the website. She said she guessed it was an expired rate that was still online, but I told her it must be new since it was for this weekend only, then she said they must not have anymore rooms available. She decided that I should talk to someone in the internet department and she transferred me. They were closed, so I had to call back to the hotel. I didn't realize there was an 800 number so I was calling long distance. I called the hotel back and got the reservation department again and this time the person I spoke with found the rate I was talking about and did inform me that there were no more rooms at this rate. 

Perhaps it would help if you had a little information about me. Based on my past experiences I didn't really have a strong impression of your hotel one way or another. After this experience, I don't know whether I'd be willing to stay with you in the future, and I might urge people I know to find other accommodations.

Here's what I would like you to do: Couldn't you have a way for the website to let you know that there are no more rooms at a certain rate, when you try to book a room, instead of someone having to call you to find out?

Thanks very much for your time and attention. I would greatly appreciate a prompt response.
James Randall 

1. What is Mr Randall´s complaint?

2. How could the complaint have been avoided?

3. What kind of explanation and/ or compensation do you think would make Mr Randall happy?

Read the second letter letter of complaint.

 I am writing to tell you about a problem I had recently with the staff performance at your hotel. I am quite upset. I sincerely hope you are able to address this. My complaint concerns the Best Western Hotels International, Inc. facility at Durango Co. This particular incident occurred on May 9th to May 11th.

My family and I stayed at the Best Western Mountain Shadows Inn located in Durango,Co the weekend of May 9th to May 11th. On the morning of May 10th we left the room to attend my son's soccer games. During this time, housekeeping arrived and proceeded with their chores. My son had left his dental retainers on the bathroom counter that morning. On the night of May 10th my son was preparing to go to bed and we were unable to locate the retainers anywhere in the room. Upon check out on May 11th I did inform a male desk clerk and he did ask the housekeeping department about the retainers. He did take my number in case they were recovered. I also made a follow up call to the hotel on May 13th and spoke to a clerk named Gina who stated the manager was in a meeting. She did take my name and number asked when the best time to call would be. I have not heard from anyone at the hotel since. This was a one hundred dollar expense for me which can be verified.

Perhaps it would help if you had a little information about me. This incident didn't surprise me because I've been dissatisfied with your hotel in the past.

After this experience, I don't know whether I'd be willing to stay with you in the future, and I might urge people I know to find other accommodations.

Here's what I would like you to do: I would liked to have received an acknowledgment regarding my complaint and unreturned phone call. I would also like to have been reimbursed for this expense the housekeeper forced upon me.

Thanks very much for your time and attention. I would greatly appreciate a prompt response.
Michelle Soldi
1. What is Ms Soldi´s complaint?

2. How could the complaint have been avoided?

3. What kind of explanation and/ or compensation do you think would make Ms Soldi happy?

TASK: Using the advice given in the article “Answering letters of complaint”, write an answer to ONE of the letters above. ( find the article in the Language Files section at the back of this manual ).

